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Abstract 
This contribution is based on a set of reflections presented at the REGov Workshop. These reflections were offered as part of a
panel discussion around the topic “Regional security and the environment.” Additional presentations provided in the context of 
this panel discussion include those of Richard Matthew, University of California Irvine (this volume) and Benedikt Korf, 
University of Zurich (this volume). Webcasts of all presentations are available at http://www.reg-observatory.org/outputs.html.
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1. Introduction 
Ecological processes have been traditionally taken for granted by economists and policy-makers alike. The 
persistent notion of the environment as an “externality” has also been dominant among security organizations. 
Despite the resurgence of environmental security narratives, there is still a rather stagnant approach to 
environmental indicators among the defense establishment. Occasionally we have rumblings of a particular linkage 
between a crisis scenario that might lead to resource scarcity and hence pose a ‘security threat.” However, such 
narratives are usually confined to the margins of the defense establishment worldwide. Furthermore, the potential 
for using ecological cooperation as a preventative measure against conflict escalation has rarely been invoked.  The 
cause for this reluctance may stem from the following factors: 
a) A lack of recognition that a decline in environmental quality is collectively damaging, particularly in the 
context of air-sheds, lacustrine ecosystems and global resources such as biodiversity; 
b) The  transport of pollutants downstream with differential impacts that detract from seeing the collective 
good of environmental cooperation; and 
c) A prioritization by policy-makers that more imminent threats to life and wellbeing arise from human 
pugnacity that trumps environmental harms that might otherwise be recognized. 
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From a theoretical point of view the potential for environmental factors leading to conflict resolution is 
exemplified at multiple levels and there is a cogent response possible to all three of these causes of detraction from 
raising the salience of ecological cooperation. 
2. Ecology and Peace 
The main premise of environmental peacemaking is that there are certain key attributes of environmental 
concerns that would lead acrimonious parties to consider them as a means of cooperation. Thus environmental 
issues could play an instrumental role even in cases where the conflict does not involve environmental issues. As 
water resource theorists have frequently observed, this pathway often occurs despite perceived disputes of 
ownership or rights to water that may occur locally. Even adversaries who are aware of the dire impact of depletion 
are forced to be cooperative on water and avert any ‘‘water wars.’’  
Within political science, environmental movements have rarely been considered a direct catalyst for cooperation. 
Scholars such as Litfin (1998) have focused instead on understanding shifting notions of sovereignty in 
environmental politics. There is also emerging literature on the growth of transnational networks of civil society in 
diluting state sovereignty for environmental ends. However, the power of such efforts in transforming the debate on 
environmental conservation to larger political reconciliation has eluded scholars despite a few examples of the direct 
use of environmental conservation in resolving regional disputes such as the Cordillera del Condor border dispute 
between Ecuador and Peru. Transboundary conservation strategies in border zones have the potential for greater 
impact as well through the implementation of existing programs of work within international treaties such as the 
Convention on Biological Diversity. Tangible efforts such as the establishment of “peace parks” can play a role in 
this regard as well (Ali, 2007).  
The agenda of using ecological cooperation as a peace-building strategy has a pragmatic outlook which 
transcends any particular case and academia needs to partner with policy-makers to exemplify this potential more 
explicitly. 
3. Searching for Standards: Biodiversity as a Case Example 
Ecological regions defy political delineations and thus any efforts to impose physical boundaries in such areas 
invariably have an impact on natural processes. Consider the impact of border fencing and patrolling along the US–
Mexico border, which is expected to affect 60 to 70 percent of wildlife refuges along the Rio Grande Valley (Flesch, 
2010). As new forms of regional governance evolve, such as the European Union or various regional cooperation 
associations, there is greater potential for managing ecosystems beyond political boundaries. 
However, there is no organized mechanism that lays out clear guidelines and protocols on codes of behavior in 
such areas within international law. In particular, since border areas are often militarized, there is very little control 
that can be exercised by environmental managers without the mandate from the security forces. 
International environmental agreements can provide an opportunity for realizing such instrumental connections 
between ecology and peace. For example, the signatories to the UN Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) have 
acknowledged the importance of transboundary conservation at two levels. Firstly through the protected areas 
initiatives and the ecosystem approach initiative, and secondly through the protected areas program of work. 
Unfortunately, there has been no evaluation carried out by the CBD secretariat about the implementation of these 
efforts by the parties in any tangible way. 
In 2004, the CBD’s decision statement at the seventh Conference of the Parties in Kuala Lumpur stated that  
"the establishment and management of protected area systems in the context of the ecosystem approach should 
not simply be considered in national terms, but where the relevant ecosystem extends beyond national 
boundaries, in ecosystem or bioregional terms as well. This presents a strong argument for and adds 
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complexity to the establishment of transboundary protected areas and protected areas in marine areas beyond 
the limits of national jurisdiction." 
In addition, Goal 1.3 of the document is  
"[t]o establish and strengthen regional networks, transboundary protected areas (TBPAs) and collaboration 
between neighbouring protected areas across national boundaries, with a target to: Establish and strengthen by 
2010/2012 transboundary protected areas, other forms of collaboration between neighbouring protected areas 
across national boundaries and regional networks, to enhance the conservation and sustainable use of 
biological diversity, implementing the ecosystem approach, and improving international cooperation." 
Keeping these precedents in mind, the key thematic areas of the CBD's activities in subsequent actions should 
include: 
1. Identifying vulnerable transboundary conservation areas and providing them with international legal 
protection in terms of potential ecological damage during conflict;  
2. Providing a mechanism for joint environmental and security management regimes that have 
international support through the CBD secretariat and can be a conduit for donor support specifically 
targeted in this context; 
3. Enabling a monitoring system for environmental indicators in these border regions that would have the 
support of signatories on a continuing international basis (and not just dependent on a particular national 
regime); 
4. Providing border communities access to natural resources in order to facilitate sustainable livelihoods 
and cross-border social cooperation and engagement. 
Furthermore, the CBD should recognize the unique role it can play in urging parties to consider how 
environmental factors can build peace in conflict zones. This can be done by prioritizing project implementation in 
areas where there has been historic conflict for conservation activities and perhaps even developing a protocol on 
transboundary conservation within the CBD. 
4. Agenda for further action research 
Raising the profile of environmental factors in conflict resolution requires more clear evidence being presented 
before policy-makers in terms of the use of such strategies beyond Track 2 diplomacy. This can be accomplished by 
a program of research on the psychological contributions of environmental factors in spurring cooperation. 
Techniques from conservation psychological research can be used in an experimental setting with diplomats to show 
how the perception of a conflict changes with the injection of environmental variables (Montada, Kals & Becker, 
2008).  At a biochemical level, it may also be possible to further test the role of hormonal pathways that are 
stimulated through exposure to natural systems and narratives. For example, the inchoate research on oxytocin as a 
hormonal stimulant in cooperation (Zak & Uber-Zak, 2006) could be further expanded and tested in the context of 
environmental peace-building. However, the sensitivity of measurements and other overriding hormonal influences 
might not allow for empirically significant findings. 
Such mechanisms can also be demonstrated through detailed case analyses of existing conflicts and the points of 
intervention where ecological cooperation can provide opportunities for conflict resolution. Future strides in 
environmental governance research will need to consider such empirical connections while also gathering 
momentum of case examples from international institutions. Such a synthetic approach of research and practice is 
essential in understanding the complexities of cooperative environmental behavior. 
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